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The wise man of antiquity says there is a link between thought, word, and deed; between meaning, language, and reality. If the link is confusion and distortion, rather than clarity and correspondenceeitherbetween meaning and language or betweenboth and reality -a cycleof decline starts its tum within the real world: what should not be done is advanced as a solution; what should be done remains undone. If the cycle continues unchecked, reality becomes chaotic. Each deed expressing a confused and distorted view of the world -whether it be the big world of the planet or the nation, or the smaller world of the village, the shop, the school or the hospital-further corrupts the words, thoughts, and meanings with which we struggle to find where we are and where we should be going. The cycle of decline becomes an ever faster turning spiral. We become utterly dizzy and disoriented. We no longer know what to do because we no longer know what to think, or how to think, about the worlds, big and small, in which we live.
Societies in the West have been caught within such a spiral of confusion and disorientation, if not of decline, for some time now. The contemporary crisis, if not the chaos, in ethics offers its own evidence. We repeatedly find it difficult, at times almost impossible, confidently to distinguish right from wrong, indeed, not on matters ofminorimportance, buton matters that are critical for the fate of individuals and communities of human beings. The increasingly vociferous contemporary debates on euthanasia, assisted suicide, and pain control offer one example from the domain of palliative medicine and palliative care.
Earlier orders of shared beliefs, meanings, and valuesthatgavepeoplemoralcommunityandorientation have largely disintegrated. Those orders have given way to a new and vigorous voluntarism. Choice is now the powerful, nearly ultimate norm, for choice has become an act of will responsible to nothing beyond itself (1) .We are now, at the end of this century, in an advanced phase of this crisis in ethics, a crisis illustrating and emerging from a combination, as Hans Jonas would express it, of near-omnipotence with near-emptiness (2) .
IfJonas' near-omnipotence derives from this century's spectacular scientific and technological achieve-merits, George Steiner would link the near-emptiness to a breakdown in the ancient covenant and continual ties between word and world (3). Today's crisis in ethics is rooted in a profound crisisof meaning, one that far surpasses the Confucian disorder occuring when the use of incorrect language betrays meaning. Steiner's crisis of meaning occurs when language is completely divorced both from meaning and from reference and correspondence to the world.
The beginnings of this crisis of meaning date back to the end of the last century when thinkers began to conceive language as referring not to objects, not to the world, not to reality, but only to itself. A word, in this view, signifies only itself, and much like choice in the crisis of ethics, is responsible only to itself. Words and language in Hebraic-Hellenic culture, in Renaissance culture, and in the early phases of the Modern period (17th and 18th centuries) referred to, reflected, and bespoke the presence of reality in all its forms. Language, in Steiner's terms, enshrined the "real presence" of the world. Human beings could find themselves in language and language revealed the standards of humanity against which they could ethically measure themselves.
All that is gone in the currents of thought on language and meaning that have increasingly prevailed and formed Western culture up to the end of this century. Meaning is an illusion and language, referring to nothing but itself, is totally empty of the world and reality. Language in this view enshrines a real absence of any reality external to itself (4) .
In this view of language, we are cut off from the deepest human questions our intelligence would ask and from the answers we would seek. To the extent that these ideas about language and meaning shape our world, we are in a deep crisis of meaning. It is a spiritual crisis and a moral crisis as well. Finding the way out of this nihilism will require much more than the cursory repetition of ancient principles and recitation of ancient prayers.
